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1 CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED APPLICATIONS 

2 The present application is a continuation of patent application serial 

3 number 09/197,191 filed on November 20, 1998, entitled "Materials and Supplies 

4 Ordering System" that is currently pending (attorney docket number 70764.01). 

5 The parent application is incorporated herein by this reference. 
6 

7 FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

8 

J9 The present invention relates to methods and a system for assisting 

! t0 contractors or consumers to use computer equipment to facilitate ordering supplies 

III from a merchant or supply vendor. More particularly, this invention relates to a 
computer program that creates and displays a multi-level categorization table for 

:13 entering contractor supply order data which calculates the appropriate SKU, bar 

JE4 code, universal product code or part number, and transfers this information in 

il5 electronic, softcopy or hardcopy format to the supply merchant or vendor to 
facilitate the filling and possible also the delivery of any such contractor order 

17 over the internet, a modem, or by mail or hand delivery of a software disk or 

18 hardcopy. 
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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 



When a contractor or customer desires to purchase materials for building, 
constructing or modifying a residential home, condominium, apartment or office 
complex, the contractor or customer must evaluate the construction phase and 
determine what materials or supplies will be necessary to accomplish the goal of 
completing the project. Generally, even the smallest construction project requires 
a significant number of materials and supplies and one of the first steps in any 
construction project is the procurement of such materials and supplies. Typically, 
the contractor or customer must personally go to the vendor's or merchant's store, 
locate the appropriate materials and physically load the materials on a cart or 
vehicle for purchasing. When navigating through the vendor's store to locate the 
necessary materials and supplies that are available for sale, the procurement 
process may be tedious because the materials usually are spread throughout the 
store. Due to the number of materials and supplies and the specific quantity of 
each, this inefficient procurement method forces the contractor or customer to 
spend many hours in locating, selecting and purchasing of such materials. 
Furthermore, since the particular stores are open usually during the daylight and 
evening hours, the contractor or customer cannot order materials or supplies at a 
more convenient time, such as late at night or early in the morning. In addition, 
the contractor or customer must not only purchase a variety of materials and 
supplies, but must also personally load them on an appropriate vehicle or make 
arrangements to have the materials delivered to the site of construction. Also 
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when constructing an entire building, there are a number of phases, e.g. 
foundation, plumbing, framing, roofing, etc. Therefore, the general contractor or 
customer must perform this inefficient ordering and purchasing process a number 
of times. 

With the advent of large hardware and lumber supply merchants or 
vendors, such as Home Depot, Homebase, or Eagle Hardware the smaller 
hardware and lumber stores have been diminishing in numbers. While the 
smaller hardware may offer more services to compete with large vendors and the 
less competition might not offer the contractors or customers the best prices, there 
are several advantages. One particular advantage of the large stores that relates 
to this invention, is a standardization of identification of supply materials. Home 
Depot, Home Base, or Eagle Hardware have a standardized list of all materials for 
sale by a specific name, SKU code, part number, universal product code, and/or 
bar code. This opens the opportunity for a more advanced and efficient means to 
order supply materials from large merchants for construction projects. 

SUMMARY 

The present invention comprises a computer program which displays a 
number of objects in some form of organized, often hierarchial, fashion. Employed 
is a common system found in a variety of hardware/software computer systems 
and applied in a variety of different contexts known as a categorization table. The 
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1 present invention's categorization table organizes data under successive and 

2 expandable levels of categorized headings, assigns the appropriate vendor specific 

3 names, SKU codes, part numbers, universal product code, and/or bar codes, and 

4 then transfers this specific information to a merchant or vendor for processing of 

5 the order. Such headings give relevant information to the user as to the nature of 

6 the underlying construction project and/or data grouped under particular headings 

7 at a given level or construction. The user is also able to manipulate the data or to 

8 select objects for appropriate actions (starting a program, printing a construction 
= 9 material supply list, transferring a generated list(s) to the vendor/merchant, etc.). 

;|o 

ill By interacting with the categorization table, a user may create a customized 

:J2 table with the current data comprising identification of supply materials and 

; 13 quantity of data being displayed under expanded headings or subheadings while 

14 non-current data remains unseen because the entire categorization table is unable 

^35 to be displayed within the confines of the window boundaries. Once the 

46 categorization table is completed, a number of reports can be generated from the 

17 program. A first report that is generated from the complete categorization table, 

18 is a material and supply list which details the vendor/merchant specific names, 

19 stock keeping unit (SKU) codes, vendor part numbers, universal product code, 

20 and/or bar codes and quantity requested for each material listed on the table. A 

21 second report can be generated which lists the number of hours of labor in 

22 man/hours calculated for the specific construction project or phase shown in the 

23 completed categorization table. The first report also provides contractor 
24 
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identification information (name, address, telephone number) and specific job 
number, and accounting information (purchase order number or credit card 
number). Furthermore, this first report is then transferred to the identified 
vendor/merchant for processing, and possible delivery of materials and supplies, 
including confirmation of the order. 

Computer shopping represents an increasing part of the economy. The 
growth in its popularity can in part be explained because customers have learned 
that goods purchased from a catalog are often much less expensive than if 
purchased through a normal retail store. In addition, because a customer can shop 
without leaving the comfort of their home or office, placing an order for material 
supplies from a computer makes much more efficient use of the 
contractor's/customer's time. 

Shopping for material and supplies using a personal computer to place an 
order on a network is a natural extension to the more traditional catalog shopping, 
since the customer enjoys these same benefits. The COMPUSERVE or AMERICA 
ONLINE network and other private networks have long offered members the 
opportunity to browse through on-line "Electronic Shopping Malls" and place 
orders for goods shown and described therein. New opportunities for shopping via 
personal computer arise daily as more people gain access to the Internet network, 
with its interconnectivity and easy access through the World Wide Web or E-mail. 
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1 It is an object of the present invention to provide a solution to the problem 

2 of inefficient procurement of materials and supplies by direct ordering. Utilizing 

3 the present inventions computer ordering program, the contractor or customer 

4 enters into a categorization table all materials and supplies including the specific 

5 quantities required for a particular phase of a construction project, and then 

6 transfers over the telephone, other network computer disk or hardcopy, the order 

7 that includes the contractor's/customer's specific supply material request and 

8 financial information in a format that can be readily processed by the vendor or 
^9 merchant. 

i E. 

Mo 

ill These and other objects and features of the present invention will become 

•9 

ij|2 more fully apparent from the following description and appended claims or may be 

i; 13 learned by the practice of the invention as set forth hereinafter. 

14 

I 5 

m BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

17 

18 In order that the manner in which the above-recited and other advantages 

19 and objects of the invention are obtained, a more particular description of the 

20 invention briefly described above will be rendered by reference to specific 

21 embodiments thereof which are illustrated in the appended drawings. 

22 Understanding that these drawings depict only typical embodiments of the 

23 invention and are not therefore to be considered to be limiting of its scope, the 
24 



1 invention will be described and explained with additional specificity and detail 

2 through the use of the accompanying drawings in which: 
3 

4 FIG. 1 is a conceptual overview block diagram, illustrating the components 

5 involved in the communication between the contractor or customer with a remote 

6 merchant, over a network, public telephone system, softcopy or hardcopy means to 

7 establish an order of materials or supplies for a construction project. 
8 

^9 FIG. 2 is an exemplary partial categorization table on a computer screen for 

i%0 one phase of a construction project that includes blocks for entering data into the 

;11 table for calculating the appropriate standardized name, SKU, universal product 

12 code or bar code for creating a detailed list to be transferred to a remote vendor or 

=13 merchant. 
14 

;l5 FIGS. 3a and 3b are a flow chart illustrating the steps implemented when 

i.6 using the computer generated categorization table for processing an order of 

17 construction materials and supplies with a remote vendor or merchant. 
18 

19 FIG. 4. is an exemplary material or supply report that is transferred to a 

20 specific vendor or merchant for processing. 
21 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 



With reference to FIG. 1, the principal components used to implement the 
present invention are illustrated in a block diagram. At the top of the 
Figure, a dash line defines a customer location 10, which in many cases will 
be the customer's home or place of business. At the customer's location 10, a 
personal computer 12 is used to load the order program which displays a 
categorization table 14 in which various types of materials and/or supplies are 
entered for a given construction phase whereby a standardized name, SKU, 
universal product code, or bar code is assigned. Personal computer 12 is generally 
conventional in design, comprising a processor chassis 16 within which are 
disposed a central processor unit (CPU) and supporting integrated circuitry. 
Coupled to processor chassis 16 is a keyboard 18 and a monitor 20. Personal 
computer 12 is controlled by the customer using keyboard 18 and a mouse 22 
(optional) or other pointing device that controls a cursor used to make selections in 
programs executed on the personal computer. 

In the front panel of the processor chassis are mounted a floppy drive 24 
and a hard drive 26. One or more serial ports are located near the rear panel for 
connecting an internal or external modem 28 for communication over standard 
telephone lines 32, the internet 34 or specialized cable or fiber optic means. 
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1 Although a desktop type of personal computer is illustrated in FIG. 1, it will 

2 be understood that a laptop or other type of portable computer, a "dumb" 

3 terminal, or a personal digital assistant can also be used in connection with 

4 the present invention for placing an order. In addition, a workstation on a 

5 local area network at the customer location can be used instead of personal 

6 computer 12 for placing an order. Accordingly, it should be apparent that the 

7 details of personal computer 12 are not particularly relevant to the present 

8 invention. Personal computer 12 simply serves as a convenient interface for 
^9 accessing information about goods that can be purchased, and for 

MO placing an order over a network means. 

:j§2 Also disposed at customer location 10 is a generally conventional telephone 

13 30. Preferably, telephone 30 includes a touch-tone keypad 31. However, a 

: s 
■ ==? 

tt4 pulse-type telephone can also be used in connection with the present invention. 

i 5 

36 A number of private networks offer on-line shopping to members that are 

17 connected to the network. Typically, the member accesses the network over the 

18 telephone system, which is coupled to the personal computer through an internal 

19 modem (not shown) or an external modem 28. While the present invention is 

20 applicable to orders placed on such private networks, in FIG. 1, personal computer 

21 12 is also shown connected to an Internet network 34. 
22 

23 
24 
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1 Only recently have opportunities for shopping on the Internet network 

2 become widely available. The connection between personal computer 12 and the 

3 Internet can be through a modem 28 and telephone line 32 via a private network 

4 service provider that is directly connected to the Internet network, through an 

5 Internet service provider who is directly connected, or via a direct 

6 high-speed data connection. The details of the type of connection to the 

7 Internet network are of no consequence in the present invention. 
8 

^9 Internet network 34 and public telephone system are depicted in FIG. 1 as 

;I0 an amorphous shape to suggest that the details of connection with the customer 

ill and the access made by the customer are continually evolving. By making a 

;j§2 connection to the Internet network, the customer has the ability to access sites 

i l3 throughout the world at which are stored on-line catalogs that can be accessed by 

|L4 the customer. 

:P 

46 Once the contractor or customer has indicated the materials and supplies, 

17 including quantities, to be purchased from a vendor or merchant, a standardized 

18 listing is generated by the ordering program and the order can be transmitted to 

19 an appropriate remote merchant location 50 via the standard telephone 

20 connections 32, the Internet network 34, or by computer disk 36 or hardcopy 38. 

21 Although the order can be placed in real time if the customer is directly connected 

22 to the remote merchant location through the Internet, for example via the World 

23 Wide Web, it is also possible that the customer will complete an order from which 
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1 the goods and supplies were selected and transmit the order form as a specialized 

2 E-mail message to the remote merchant location through the Internet network. 
3 

4 An order received from customer location 10, which is exemplary of many 

5 other customer locations from which orders can be input to remote computer 52, is 

6 processed by the computer database management system 54 and custom software 

7 executing on the computer for storage in a database. This database is maintained 

8 on the non-volatile storage. 
_9 

;10 Computer 52 also processes data input by customers using a public 

ill telephone system 32. Again, the public telephone system is illustrated as having 

%2 an amorphous shape to indicate that it is a complex system that can involve many 

13 thousands of components, including signals conveyed by land lines, satellite, 

§4 and/or optical fibers. The details of the public telephone system are, however, not 

;J5 important in the present invention. It simply represents a communication link 

46 between the customer locations and remote merchant location 32 that is 

17 substantially more secure than a network such as the Internet. 

18 

19 An order received from customer location 10, can also be transferred to 

20 remote facsimile 56. In order to complete an order that has been generated by 

21 the categorization table , the contractor/customer is instructed on the order form 

22 or in the program to call a specific 800 (or other) number that is coupled to the 

23 remote merchant location. The customer makes the call using modem 28, which is 
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1 coupled to public telephone system 22, or using any other public telephone. The 

2 public telephone system conveys the customer's call to facsimile 56. 
3 

4 An order received from customer location 10, can also be transferred to 

5 remote location 50 by mailing to the remote location or physically delivering a 

6 software disk 36 which contains the generated order list in software format or by 

7 hardcopy 38 for which the generated order list is printed on one or more pages to 

8 an attendant 58 
_9 

MO Moving to Figure 2 which demonstrates a portion of the categorization table 

;|1 generated by the ordering program on a computer screen. Figure 2 shows just 

%2 one phase that has been loaded into the memory of the computer for editing and 

,13 processing. The ordering program contains categorization tables specific for 

|4 several phases of a construction project, such as foundation and slab construction, 

:35 framing, electrical, plumbing, etc. Each phase has a specific categorization table 

□6 specific for each phase, but allows for further editing and modification of the table 

17 to meet the contractor's or customer's specific needs. 

18 

19 Further details of the construction/customer order program 78 for entering a 

20 construction project order over a network means are illustrated in the flow chart 

21 shown in FIGS. 3a and 3b, beginning at a start block 80. In a block 82, a vendor 

22 or merchant supply database containing the vendor's/merchant's specific part 

23 numbers, SKU numbers, universal product code, bar codes or pricing information 
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can be input into a database which is linked to the categorization table by the 
ordering program 78. The supply database can be entered by hand using a 
printed list or other means, but preferably this information can be downloaded 
from the specific vendor over the internet network or public telephone lines. It is 
also possible to provide the supply information software floppy disk or CD-ROMs 
to prospective customers/contractor, enabling the customer/contractor to download 
the selected information into the ordering program 78. Pricing information 
supplied over a network means or disk format must be updated frequently for 
accuracy, but this is not essential because the order program completes a 
confirmation step with pricing information supplied by the vendor/merchant at the 
time the order is placed. 

In a block 84, the ordering program 78 prompts the contractor/customer to 
select the vendor/merchant for which the ordering program will utilize the specific 
supply information to generate the ordering list. The program can list Vendor #1 
86, Vendor #2 88 , Vendor #N 90 for any merchant for which the supply 
information has been downloaded and available for the ordering program 78 to 
process information. Alternately, the ordering program can display an editing 
block for entering the vendor's/merchant's specific name. A means for 
downloading the specific vendor's supply data will be incorporated in the ordering 
program to allow the contractor to expand beyond the specific vendors provided 
with the program. 
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1 In the next step, described in a block 92, the contractor/customer selects the 

2 construction phase or group that the contractor/customer desires to order 

3 materials and supplies for completing the project. In block 94, construction 

4 phases for ordering materials and supplies in association with a foundation or 

5 slab, framing 96, electrical 98, plumbing 100 or additional 102 project phases. It 

6 can be appreciated by one skilled in the art that numerous other construction 

7 phases can be added to the ordering program. The ordering program 78 provides 

8 a specific format for each phase selected, but has provisions for modifying the 
^9 categorization table to meet the contractors/customers particular needs. The 
%0 program also allows the contractor/customer to select one or more construction 
II phases at a single setting. In this capacity, the specific formats will be presented 
j|2 in the categorization table in a logical sequence or a sequence indicated by the 
13 operator. 

: 

— a 

ff4 

35 After the preliminary vendor/merchant and construction phase information 

36 has been entered into the ordering program, the next step, described in block 104, 

17 allows the contractor to input job identification information and set various 

18 parameters. These parameters include, but are not limited to, the full name of the 

19 contractor/customer, a billing address, telephone number an E-mail address, the 

20 requested delivery site and date of delivery of the materials and supplies, credit 

21 card type, number, and expiration date, and/or purchase order number. 
22 

23 
24 
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1 In the next step, described in block 106, the contractor or customer enters 

2 the material data by providing the material name 1 and quantity 1, material 

3 name 2 and quantity 2, material name N and quantity N until all the materials 

4 and supplies desired to be ordered for the particular construction phase have been 

5 entered into a database function of the ordering program. The program includes a 

6 means for assisting the contractor/customer in entering the proper name for the 

7 material or supply desired. The data entered on the computer might include a 

8 subset or portion of the complete material name or description. As block 107 
^9 indicates, the completion or correction of the entered name is accomplished by 
]W either a spelling check or name matching subroutine which evaluates the data 

, HZ 

jll entered and compares it with the vendor supplied database. If the correct 

; I2 material name is provided, the data is automatically printed on the computers 

=13 screen or console and additional entering of data can be accomplished. If there 

J14 are several possible matches to the data name entered, the subroutine of the 

^35 ordering program prints a detailed list of the possible matches on the screen and 

! 36 provides a means for the contractor or customer to select the appropriate material 

17 or supply name. Such a means would include a highlighted cursor that can be 

18 moved over each possible material name until the proper name is highlighted and 

19 then pressing a key, such as the enter key, to select that particular name. These 

20 steps described in block 106 and 107 are repeating routines that allow the 

21 contractor to enter a material name and quantity, initiates the matching 

22 subroutine and when the final material name is selected, provides a means for 

23 entering the next material name into the database function. When the contractor 
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1 has completed entering all the material names which is desired for the particular 

2 phase of the ordering program, two icons which are always located on the 

3 computer's screen can be selected by the highlighting method described. The first 

4 icon represents a routine of the ordering program which allows the contractor or 

5 customer to select another vendor and construction group by restarting the 

6 program at step 84. The other icon prompts the contractor or customer to 

7 terminate further entry of material or supply data. 
8 

^9 At this point, as represented in step 108, the ordering program attaches the 

\%0 vendor specific SKU number, vendor specific product number, universal product 

•11 code, and/or the bar code for each material data and quantity entered into and 

; J2 accepted by the computer and recorded either temporarily or permanently into a 

:13 database. It is contemplated by the applicant that additional information 

44 necessary for facilitating the ordering of materials and supplies from a vendor can 

i35 be added to the ordering program. An alternate embodiment of this would be to 

j l6 run steps 106 and 108 consecutively after each data point is entered and accepted 

17 by the ordering program and then the ordering program attaches the vendor 

18 specific SKU number, vendor specific product number, universal product code, 

19 and/or bar code, building the database one entry at a time. 
20 

21 In the next step, described in blocks 110 and 120, the ordering program 

22 prints the material and supply database as a list printing the quantity or number 

23 of items, the product name, the vendor specific product number, the SKU number, 
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1 universal product code, and /or bar code on the computer's screen for the 

2 contractor's or customer's review. The material is listed by vendor and categories 

3 or construction phases. At this time, editing of the information is made possible 

4 by the ordering program to correct any errors in the data presented. Once the 

5 contractor or customer is satisfied that all the materials and supplies necessary 

6 for the particular construction project are listed and incorporated into the 

7 database, an icon on the screen is available for highlighting and selecting which 

8 then transfers the contractor's entered job identification information and 

^9 parameters as described in step 104 together with the listed database as described 

10 in step 110 and 120, to the particular vendor(s) selected in step 84. As described 

t£ 1 above for Figure 1 and incorporated herein, the means for transferring this 

■Ji 

: z 

12 material and supply information can be by modem 28 over the public telephone 

is 

f 13 system 32 or internet network 34 in an electronic format. Alternately, the 

J14 information can be transferred by a printed hard copy 38 or computer disk 36 to 

35 the specific vendor 50. At this point the order is not complete but rather an offer 

36 by the contractor or customer to purchase the materials and supplies on a given 
17 date and possibly for a given delivery site and date. 

18 

19 The vendor can then review the material supply information by a number of 

20 methods, the most efficient being downloading the information to the vendor's 

21 computer system 52 and database 54 for processing. It is contemplated by the 

22 applicant that this information can be sent to a regional vendor warehouse 
23 

24 

18 



1 specializing in processing this advanced and efficient ordering method for 

2 construction materials. 
3 

4 With reference to block 124, after the vendor has received the material and 

5 supply order from the contractor or customer and has evaluated their quantity of 

6 materials and supplies, shipping availability, etc. the vendor can return to the 

7 contractor or customer by any of the means described above for transferring the 

8 material information from the contractor/customer to the vendor, a confirmation 
document which provides a quote or estimate for the supplies and materials, lists 

Mo the availability of such supplies and materials and if requested, provides the 

Ml delivery date. It is contemplated by the applicant that the materials and supplies 

•. rl 

J2 may be delivered in installments, that is, some materials delivered on one date 

13 and other materials on another date. Provisions are made in the ordering 

44 program for generating a list detailing different installment delivery dates for a 

135 specific group of materials. 
^6 

17 In the next step, as depicted in block 126, after the contractor or customer 

18 reviews the estimate, bill and delivery dates from the vendor and agrees with the 

19 terms and provisions provided within, then the contractor/customer can contact 

20 the vendor by telephone 30, e-mail over the internet 34 or by facsimile 56 to 

21 finalize the transaction. This final step authorizes the vendor to make 

22 appropriate changes to the contractor's or customers account or credit card and 

23 consummate the delivery of the materials and supplies as dictated by the above 
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1 transaction. No further communication is necessary, but additional exchange of 

2 information can be conducted to further the delivery of the ordered materials and 

3 supplies to the deliver site. 
4 

5 Presented on FIG. 4 is an example of the database supply and material list 

6 that is generated from step 122. This example is presented as a hardcopy format 

7 for ease of review, but as described herein, the database supply and material list 

8 is preferably in an electronic format that can be delivered to a facsimile, sent by 
_9 mail or in person a floppy disk, or downloaded over the internet or public 

I %0 telephone system to the vendors computer 52 for processing into the vendors 

ill database 54. This database supply and material list is entitled "Order List" on 

;J|2 FIG. 4. But it can be appreciated by one skilled in the art that any other relevant 

= 13 title can be employed. The listing generally provides the information necessary for 

B4 the vendor to process the order. Therefore, the contractor's or customer's name, 

1 35 address and contact information, billing and other financial information, the 

46 complete list of materials and supplies including the quantity, part description, 

17 SKU, bar code, and/or vendor part number, and the requested delivery date and 

18 location is included in the generated list. It can be appreciated by the artisan that 

19 the order and configuration of the items of this list is not necessarily restricted to 

20 that presented in FIG. 4. Various formats displaying the pertinent information 

21 can be employed to meet the vendor's or merchant's or desired specifications 

22 without departing from the object of the present invention. Furthermore, as 
23 

24 
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depicted in Fig. 4, the list may comprise one or more pages to accommodate 
primarily the number of goods or supplies ordered. 

Although the present invention has been described in connection with the 
preferred form of practicing it, those of ordinary skill in the art will understand 
that many modifications can be made thereto within the scope of the claims that 
follow. Accordingly, it is not intended that the scope of the invention in any way 
be limited by the above description, but instead be determined entirely by 
reference to the claims that follow. The categorization table may be created by a 
computer program product directing and controlling a general purpose computer. 
The computer program product will consist of some medium such as magnetic 
floppy disks or CD-Rom (or downloaded to a hard disk by a floppy disk, CD-Rom, 
e-mail or over the internet) having computer readable program code means to 
configure the computer. The program code means will configure or cause the 
computer to create and display the categorization table on an appropriate display 
means, generate the appropriate database and material and supply listing, and 
transfer this information by any means described herein for facilitating the order. 

The present invention may be embodied in other specific forms without 
departing from its spirit or essential characteristics. The described 
embodiments are to be considered in all respects only as illustrated and not 
restrictive. The scope of the invention is, therefore, indicated by the 
appended claims rather than by the foregoing description. All changes which 
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1 come within the meaning and range of equivalency of the claims are to be 

2 embraced within their scope. 
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